William Somerset Maugham was once described by Karl Pfeiffer, an English Professor in New York as a good writer of the second rank'. In spite of his lack of critical acclaim, he nevertheless remains one of the most widely read novelists since Charles Dickens.
Maugham started offhis career as a medical student and like so many writer-doctors before him (for example, Chekhov, Keats, Celine, Conan Doyle; in fact the list is endless) he found that the direct experience of suffering and illness gave him an invaluable insight into human nature and proved to be an invaluable apprenticeship for his future chosen career as an author.
William Somerset Maugham was born in Paris on 25 January 1874. He was the youngest son of Robert Maugham, the legal adviser to the British Embassy. Maugham On returning from Germany, Maugham did not know what he wanted to do. He decided on medicine because he did not have the courage to tell his uncle he wanted to be a writer4. He would have preferred the legal profession to medicine but because his 3 elder brothers were lawyers he decided against this.
On 27 September 1892, Maugham enrolled at St Thomas's5. There were about 60 medical students in his year and most would have studied for the conjoint diploma; the ambitious students would have extended their studies for a University of London degree.
A good description of St Thomas's at this time is given in his semi-autobiographical Of Human Bondage. Maugham lived in a groundfloor bedsit at 11 Vincent Square which overlooked the playing fields of Westminster School. The landlady was a splendid Cockney woman called Mrs Freeman whom Maugham described vividly in Cakes and Ale. It was only a 10 minute walk to the hospital from his lodgings. Maugham did not appear to suffer any financial hardship as a medical student; his father had left him an annuity of £150 a year3. Rent in those days was only 18 shillings a week and meals cost an additional 12 shillings, so there was ample money left over for books and entertainment.
In 1892, medical students were reading Ellis's Demonstrations in Anatomy and Ward's Bones. Dissection was held regularly in the mornings and the demonstrators would assist the medical students with their often Herculean task of memorizing and dissecting the human body.
Maugham was not very interested in anatomy. Although he worked diligently he was more interested in writing and kept a notebook of all the things he heard and saw. They were to be an important source of material in his future books. Maugham visited the theatre regularly and saw the leading players of the day including Mrs Patrick Campbell, Henry Irving and Ellen Terry.
Maugham was a shy reticent man but did make friends with a student one year his senior, Wentworth Huyshe6, and they would explore London's museums and galleries together.
Maugham started his writing career in the first years at medical school. He found time to write plays but although these were rejected by publishers, Maugham was not deterred. He turned instead to writing novels7 and believed that talent was not a necessary prerequisite but, more importantly, was an ambition to write and to be oneself as in Goethe's Wilhelm Meister.
In the spring of 1894, Maugham went on a 6-week tour of Italy. He travelled widely visiting Florence, Pisa, Venice, Milan and Verona5. Maugham believed that travel was a necessary part of an author's apprenticeship and his nomadic restless lifestyle was to continue unabated throughout his lifetime.
Later on that year, Maugham entered his clinical training. He started off as a medical clerk in the outpatient department. The experience is vividly described in the role of Philip Carey, the medical student in OfHuman Bondage. He then proceeded to be a dresser on the surgical wards. His duties involved stitching, dressing wounds and replacing bandages. He also assisted at operations. In addition, he spent time in casualty attending a variety of cases.
This was followed by a 6-month period as a medical clerk on the wards. His duties involved taking a history from the patients, making notes, performing tests and generally helping the houseman. Maugham was now beginning to display his misogynous tendencies and confessed that he found that male patients were easier to get along with, whereas the women were more demanding and were always complaining to the nurses3.
In spite of the long hours spent on the wards, Maugham continued to write. In early 1896, he finished his first two stories, A Bad Example and Daisy, and sent them to the publisher T Fisher Unwin. Maugham had been much influenced by Ibsen and his themes ofgood men struggling against an evil society. This theme recurred in his later works as Erik Christessen in The Narrow Corner (1932) and Athelny in Of Human Bondage (1915). In' A Bad Example, James Clinton, a city clerk and juror, sits through 3 cases of suicide due to social eorloitation and is so moved by the experience that he devotes his life to helping the poor. Unfortunately, the story did not curry favour with the publisher and Maugham like many great authors before him, launched his career with the inevitable rejection slip. Maugham was not disheartened by the experience and decided to start work on a novel based on his experiences as a medical student.
By now, Maugham had started work as an obstetric clerk. In addition to a period spent in hospital where he would be expected to attend caesarian sections, Maugham also spent a while working in the 'district'. He would deliver an average of 3 Lambethian babies a day in their homes and accrued a total of 63 deliveries in 3 weeks7.
Maugham had developed an obsession with women dying during childbirth. This was a recurring theme in many of his novels including his first, Liza of Lambeth (1897), in which Liza miscarries following an affair with a married man. The theme is used again in Mrs Craddock (1904), The Merry-Go-Round (1904) and Cakes and Ale (1930) .
The reason for the obsession was his guilt over his mother's death following the birth of a stillborn child. Psychoanalytical theory would seek to explain Maugham's creativity and obsession as a subliminal transfer ofthe pre-Oedipal wish in his mother to bear children3.
Maugham started work on Liza ofLambeth in the summer of 1896. His period as an ob etric clerk in Lambeth gave him an invaluable insight into Lambethian life and Maugham was able to vividly transcribe the characters he had seen into his novel.
The novel deals with working clas litee and introduces the theme of adultery amongst the working classes which at that time would have been thought of as risqu6 for a novel of this type. Maugham sent the finished manuscript titled 'A Inbeth Idyll' to Fisher Unwin who had previously rejected his two earlier stories.
Fisher Unwin sent the manuscript to Vaughan Nash for his opinion. The latter disliked the book and Maugham was fortunate that Fisher Unwin sought a second opinion from Edward Garnett who thought the book was a clever study of working class life. Maugham was therefore assured of publication and signed the contract in April 1897. No advanced payments were made and there were no royalties on the first 750 copies. However, if the book sold more than this`inmber, he would get 10% up to 2000 and 12%% up to-4000 eventually increasing to 20% over 6000 copies. The cost of the book was to be three shillings and six pence.
En AugustZ Maughamxeceived his 6 complimentary copies of the book which he sent to his friends and close relatives. Reviews began to appear in a variety ofpapers andjournals and in general, although people were shocked, they recognized the birth of a new literary talent8. Even the St Thomas's Hospital Gazette published a favourable review of his book in June 1898, the year following the book's publication.
By that time, Maugham had left St Thomas's where he had qualified in October 1897. He had been offered a job in obstetrics but had turned it down as he intended to follow writing as a full-time occupation. Years later, an eminent surgeon at St Thomas's with whom Maugham had worked as a dresser was asked what he remembered about him. 'I remember him' he repliedt 'unfortunately, he was one of our failures'9.
